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IN THE NAME OF “LOVE”:
MAIL ORDER BRIDES –
THE DANGEROUS
LEGITIMIZATION OF
SEX, HUMAN & LABOR
TRAFFICKING
by RACHELLE SICO
The age-old concept of the mail order bride hinges on the fantasy of ahandsome western man playing savior to a beautifully exotic Asian wo-
man by lifting her out of a world of poverty and destitution.1 However, cul-
tural, social, economic, and legal issues lay the foundation for an industry that
merges sex and labor trafficking across the globe. The stereotypical Filipina
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mail order bride is portrayed as a young and obedient woman who connects
with a Caucasian man through an online international marriage brokerage
(IMB) firm that facilitates the process of establishing a “pen-pal” relationship
for a year, which guides the men towards processing the marriage legally.2
These men are hardly the virtuous, romantic, knights-in-shining-armor shown
in Western films and projected across the world.3
These relationships do not live up to the fantasy. Mail order brides are often
subject to physical and sexual abuse once they arrive in the U.S., which they
are especially vulnerable to due to their immigrant status.4 This common oc-
currence contributed to the re-authorization of the Violence Against Women
Act (VAWA 2013), which will increase protections and resources for immi-
grant women subjected to the adverse effects of these marriages.5
CASE STUDIES: IMMIGRANT BRIDES
Control, abuse, and exploitation are industry standards in the mail order bride
business, and are clearly demonstrated through the case studies of two Filipino
mail order brides. Emelita Reeves was a Filipina woman from the town of
Cebu who connected with her husband, Jack Reeves, through an IMB called
Cherry Blossoms.6 She left her home in the Philippines when she was just 18
years old to marry Reeves, a retired U.S. Army Officer thirty years her senior.7
She became pregnant after marrying him, but Reeves was convinced the child
was not his.8 The day before she was going to leave him, she mysteriously went
missing and her body was later found near Lake Whitney.9 Emelita was his
fourth wife, and his previous two wives; also mail order brides, both died alleg-
edly from accidental and suicidal causes, respectively.10 Reeves was later con-
victed for the murder of Emelita and his third wife.11
Despite the horrifying risks of physical and sexual abuse that mail order brides
face, the hope for a better life in America still encourages families to partici-
pate.“Male” brides are not often discussed and are not considered a commer-
cial commodity like Filipina brides, but they deal with similar experiences as
their female counterparts. Ray was 21 years old and living in the Philippine
province of Cavite when his family encouraged him to marry the Filipina
American daughter of a family friend in California.12
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Seeking greener pastures, Ray left his eight brothers and sisters to come to
America and marry a virtual stranger.13 He lived with his Filipina American
wife for a total of eight years and they had a daughter.14 He obtained perma-
nent resident status from this marriage and obtained a position with the U.S.
Navy that expedited his citizenship process.15 His relationship with his wife
and her family deteriorated after he received multiple promotions and his new
family commanded that he sign over his paychecks to pay for their expenses.16
They claimed he was indebted to them for life because he was just a “piece of
trash that they picked up from the Philippines.”17 In the middle of the night,
he woke up with a gun to his head and his wife standing over him.18 She
threatened to kill him because she was convinced he was cheating on her in
addition to not providing her with his entire paycheck.19 The next day, he
tried to access his joint bank account and found it completely empty.20 He did
not have a penny to his name, and when he tried to return home, he found his
wife and daughter gone and the locks changed on all of the doors.21
PROSTITUTION, HUMAN TRADE, OR THE ONLY VIABLE WAY OUT OF
DESTITUTION?
These Filipino men and women are essentially sold as commodities in transac-
tions that are legitimized through the recognition of the legal binding of mar-
riage. Millions participate in variations of this transaction despite the risks.
Filipina women are at a high risk for exploitation because thousands leave to
work legitimate jobs and enter into legal marriages, only to be forced into
some form of prostitution.22 Now, with advances in technology, human traf-
ficking organizations are able to effectively mobilize because of the Internet.23
On their websites, the IMBs project the stereotypical image of a Filipino wo-
man being sweet, submissive, traditional, virginal, Christian, and familiar with
the English language in their ads, making them the most popular ethnic group
for mail order brides in the world.24
However, the mail order bride industry is a unique form of exploitation be-
cause it attempts to legitimize human trafficking through the respectable guise
of marriage. The inclusion of marriage is what prevents Filipino families from
realizing that this process is a form of prostitution, human trafficking, or ex-
ploitation.25 Emelita Reeves’ father was so desperate for her to have a better life
than what he could provide her in the Philippines that he placed his daughter’s
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ad in Cherry Blossom.26 The mail order bride industry capitalizes on the desti-
tute conditions of the poor in the Philippines.27
LIVING THE “AMERICAN DREAM”
Once these individuals are transported to the U.S., they are subject to the will
and control of their consumer spouse. Filipino women and men are vulnerable
to abuse because the situation places them at a great disadvantage.28 Some
IMBs do not even pretend to protect the mail order brides.  Instead, they
adopt the angle that they are “selling” subservient women that are ready to
please their new husbands.29 Once the transaction is complete, these consumer
spouses believe that they have bought and own a person.30 These individuals
do not have the ability to support themselves because they lack language skills,
family support, and employment opportunities to live financially independent
lives in the U.S.31
Mail order brides often feel like they owe their consumer spouse everything
because he saved her from a life of poverty.32 An imbalance of power exists in
these households, and often times this is exactly what the consumer spouse
wants.33 These individuals are locked into abusive situations because they are
continuously threatened with deportation.34 So, although statistics state that
the rate of divorce is low for mail order bride marriages, the reason may be due
to the lack of awareness of immigrant rights in abusive marriage.35 Many en-
dure abuse because they fear that if they retaliate they will lose their American
“dream” lives and go back to a life of poverty and destitution.
GLOBAL ACCOUNTABILITY: U.S. LEGAL PROTECTIONS FOR IMMIGRANT
BRIDES
The legal trajectory of this industry began by identifying that many brides
were being subjected to involuntary servitude, which is prohibited by the 13th
Amendment.36 The U.S. first issued the Mail Order Bride Act.37 Then, the
International Marriage Broker Regulation Act (IMBRA) repealed the previous
act and was enacted to stop spouses from threatening deportation while in-
flicting long-term physical and sexual abuse. IMBs have not been shut down
because they have modified their services to fit the loophole in IMBRA, which
allows Internet sites like Match.com to exist.38 However, the process for get-
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ting cleared to participate in these services is much more stringent for Filipina
women than it is for potential consumer husbands.39
These individuals arrive in the United States through either a K-1 or K-3
visa.40 They endure a two-year waiting period to switch from conditional per-
manent residency status to permanent resident status. The abuse typically
manifests in the first two years because the consumer spouse can threaten de-
portation and withhold financial resources if the bride retaliates or attempts to
leave.41 There has been an expansion of protections for victims of violence and
human trafficking, including stricter regulations of IMBs and the western men
that subscribe to their services.42 With the passage of VAWA 2013, this statute
reauthorized federal anti-trafficking provisions and programs for the next four
years.43 Federal programs such as the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS), the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), and
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) actively protect immigrant
spouses subject to violence and abuse from this form of trafficking.44 However,
these laws and programs only apply within the jurisdiction of the U.S.
CONCLUSION
The desperation to escape poverty and political pressures greatly increases the
likelihood that a Filipino individual would risk taking part of the mail order
bride process. The realities do not match up with the fantasy American life
many hoped to achieve for themselves and their families. Much of the abuse
that these immigrants endure lies beneath the surface of a respectable and le-
gally binding marriage, but the U.S. must work in collaboration with nations
globally to closely monitor this dangerous legitimization of sex, human and
labor trafficking.
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